Power and Politics in Marine Spatial Planning by Flannery, Wesley et al.
Power and Politics in Marine Spatial Planning
Flannery, W., Clarke, J., & McAteer, B. (2019). Power and Politics in Marine Spatial Planning. In J. Zaucha, & K.
Gee (Eds.), Maritime Spatial Planning: Past, Present, Future  (pp. 201-217). Palgrave Macmillan.
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-98696-8_9
Published in:
Maritime Spatial Planning: Past, Present, Future
Document Version:
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record
Queen's University Belfast - Research Portal:
Link to publication record in Queen's University Belfast Research Portal
Publisher rights
Copyright 2019 the authors.
This is an open access article published under a Creative Commons Attribution License (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/),
which permits unrestricted use, distribution and reproduction in any medium, provided the author and source are cited.
General rights
Copyright for the publications made accessible via the Queen's University Belfast Research Portal is retained by the author(s) and / or other
copyright owners and it is a condition of accessing these publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated
with these rights.
Take down policy
The Research Portal is Queen's institutional repository that provides access to Queen's research output. Every effort has been made to
ensure that content in the Research Portal does not infringe any person's rights, or applicable UK laws. If you discover content in the
Research Portal that you believe breaches copyright or violates any law, please contact openaccess@qub.ac.uk.
Download date:05. Apr. 2019
201© The Author(s) 2019
J. Zaucha, K. Gee (eds.), Maritime Spatial Planning, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-98696-8_9
9
Politics and Power in Marine Spatial 
Planning
Wesley Flannery, Jane Clarke, and Benedict McAteer
1  Introduction
Over the past two decades, increasing industrialisation of the marine environ-
ment has intensified competition for marine space. This competition has 
largely been driven by the rapid growth in number and size of spatially fixed 
marine industries. For example, in the last decade the average size of European 
offshore wind farms has increased substantially, from 79.6 MW in 2007 to 
493 MW for offshore wind farms under construction in 2017 (Wind Europe 
2018). In 2015, the global production of aquaculture products was 106 mil-
lion tonnes, which has been growing at an average annual rate of 6.6% since 
1995 (FAO 2017). The rapid growth of both these industries has obvious 
socio-spatial consequences. For example, there is increasing concern that the 
growth of offshore wind farms will displace other activities such as fishing 
(Kafas et  al. 2018). Current governance regimes are, however, sectoral and 
disconnected and, therefore, ill-suited for managing the rapid industrialisa-
tion of the marine environment and related issues of stakeholder conflict.
Until relatively recently, marine governance was highly fractured. Marine 
governance was sectorally divided, with different marine activities managed 
on an individual basis, and spatially fragmented, with the governance of con-
tiguous marine areas (e.g. territorial sea and Exclusive Economic Zone) being 
divided across a number of agencies. MSP has developed as a place-based, 
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integrated marine governance approach to address the issues that have arisen 
from sectoral and fragmented management, including increasing user con-
flicts (Ehler and Douvere 2009). MSP is also promoted as a means of address-
ing the democratic deficit within marine governance by providing a mechanism 
through which all those with a stake in marine management can participate in 
related decision-making processes (Pomeroy and Douvere 2008). In this way, 
MSP, as a concept, provides the opportunity to imagine a radically different 
form of marine governance—one that focuses on understanding the complex 
nature of stakeholder interactions in the marine environment and implements 
transparent, democratic decision-making.
While MSP, as a concept, promises to overhaul the existing management 
regime and introduces a new era of democratic, integrated marine governance, 
its implementation indicates that MSP, as a practice, fails to address issues of 
politics and power, blunting its radical potential. MSP has partly failed to 
achieve its radical potential due to the manner in which it has been promoted 
by the international community (e.g. UNESCO and EU) and implemented 
by national governments. Although MSP as a concept holds vast transforma-
tive potential, the asocial and apolitical framing of MSP all but nullifies its 
radical utility. While there undoubtedly remains great potential within MSP, 
“successful implementation can only come by way of acknowledging and 
addressing unequal power relations and social injustices” (Tafon 2017, p. 3). 
A number of marine governance scholars have thus appealed for an increased 
contribution from the social sciences to MSP research (Ritchie and Ellis 2010; 
Jay et al. 2012; Smith and Jentoft 2017; Tafon 2017; Kelly et al. 2018). We 
respond to the call for theoretically informed MSP research by arguing that 
such research must reconceptualise the role of politics and power within MSP 
processes, move beyond its asocial and apolitical framings and seek to develop 
ways through which the radical potential of MSP can be realised.
The next section provides an account of MSP and politics arguing that 
while MSP should be a deeply political process, it has been depoliticised 
through the adoption of post-political planning processes. This is followed by 
a deconstruction of ‘rationality’ within MSP. We argue that rationality is often 
a product of power and that MSP must acknowledge how the rationalities 
that underpin MSP are constructed within existing power relations. The 
chapter concludes with an overview of areas for further research which we 
think can contribute to realising a more democratised, progressive form of 
MSP, including how conceptualising MSP as a boundary object may reveal 
depoliticisation processes and how the use of citizen science may empower 
stakeholders to counter hegemonic MSP rationalities.
 W. Flannery et al.
203
2  Politics and MSP
Marine governance is a political act through which actors negotiate their 
understanding of a particular problem. As Hajer (1995) demonstrates in his 
seminal work on environmental discourse, it is no longer a question of if there 
is an environmental problem, but more a question of how we frame its conse-
quences and champion particular responses. In attempting to legitimise their 
understanding of problems, and rationalise particular solutions, actors utilise 
processes of discursive construction, persuasion and even coercion (Hajer 
1995; Oreskes and Conway 2010; Metze 2014). Actors seek to ensure that 
their interpretation of an environmental problem becomes the dominant one, 
because the manner in which a problem is discursively constructed favours 
certain ways of acting, while preventing others (Fischer 2003). The same is 
true for marine planning. Marine problems and their solutions are constructed 
through discursive practices in which actors attempt to frame marine prob-
lems in their favour and limit the potential for rival discourses to take hold. 
Therefore, MSP is, first and foremost, a political process constituted by 
numerous discursive struggles to frame marine issues.
While problematising issues within MSP is a profoundly political act, 
recent MSP processes appear to be devoid of politics, with the logic of Blue 
Growth seemingly going unchallenged. This raises some fundamental ques-
tions for marine social researchers: How is MSP being depoliticised? Which 
processes are employed to ensure that MSP preserves the status quo? And how 
do we recapture the radical potentiality of MSP?
Efforts to depoliticise decision-making have been conceptualised as post- 
political processes (Žižek 1999; Rancière 1999; Mouffe 2005). Post-political 
processes refer to a situation in which debate and dissensus are increasingly 
sanitised or co-opted through consensual procedures (Wilson and Swyngedouw 
2014). In essence, post-political processes describe a society in which the 
space of contest or struggle (the political) is increasingly overrun by the pro-
motion of free-market economics and the uncritical adoption of consensual 
procedures. Post-political practices disempower stakeholders by replacing 
debate and dissensus with practices of governing concerned with “consensus, 
agreement, accountancy metrics and technocratic environmental manage-
ment” (Swyngedouw 2009, p.  604). Post-political practices subsequently 
frame ‘issues’ as being beyond politics or as being no longer contestable. 
Instead, problems are grounded in an all-consuming model of free-market 
neoliberal capitalism (Wilson and Swyngedouw 2014), the continuation of 
which becomes the solution to all issues.
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Planning afflicted by the post-political condition has been characterised as 
suffering from a number of highly interrelated symptoms, which function to 
remove conflicting alternatives from planning processes. These include the 
advancement of neoliberal policies, choreographed participation, technocratic 
managerialism, path dependency and the illusion of progressive change 
(Swyngedouw 2009, 2010, 2011a, b; Allmendinger and Haughton 2011). 
While this list is not intended to be exhaustive, it comprises the core symp-
toms of the post-political condition and can be found in emerging MSP prac-
tices (Ritchie 2014; Flannery et al. 2016, 2018; Tafon 2017). In the following 
sections, we discuss each of these symptoms and illustrate how they are appar-
ent in MSP.
The continuation of a society based on free-market neoliberalism is both an 
aim and an outcome of post-political planning (Swyngedouw 2007; Purcell 
2014; Wilson and Swyngedouw 2014; Beveridge and Koch 2017). Post- 
political processes frame contemporary problems and their solutions within 
the realm of neoliberal logic. Continued economic progression is positioned 
as the motivating factor behind all planning decisions (Raco 2014). This logic 
maintains that the neoliberal model cannot be altered, and the solution to any 
problems of this organisational structure is to be found within itself. The post- 
political condition is thus a neoliberally motivated art of government, attempt-
ing to suppress social orders other than free-market economics (Swyngedouw 
2009). In practice, an uncritical neoliberal logic is being developed around 
MSP, with the dominant discourse framing it as a mechanism for facilitating 
Blue Growth, reducing the bureaucratic burden on developers and allocating 
the ‘correct’ space to industry. Rather than industry learning how to engage 
with a planning process that should act in the public interest and facilitate 
sustainable, just use of marine resources, marine planners are told that they 
“should go out to the sectors and learn to speak their language” (European 
MSP Platform 2017, p. 30). MSP then becomes a process driven by the logic, 
language and needs of elite stakeholders rather than by concerns about the 
public good. The pervasiveness of neoliberal logic allows little room for mean-
ingful discussion about alternative, progressive MSP functions (e.g. environ-
mental justice and coastal poverty alleviation).
Participation processes are carefully choreographed within post-political 
systems (Allmendinger and Haughton 2012; Raco 2014). In order to main-
tain a society centred around the promotion of neoliberal logic, post-political 
planning limits and manages the capacity of stakeholders to participate in 
decision-making processes. Tokenistic participatory planning is emblematic 
of the post-political condition (Mouffe 2005; Purcell 2008; Swyngedouw 
2009; Ward et al. 2017). Elites choreograph tokenistic participation around a 
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restricted vision of a society based on free-market neoliberalism (Swyngedouw 
2011b; Raco 2014). To do this, conflicting alternatives are neutralised within 
participatory processes characterised by asymmetrical power structures 
(Mouffe 2005). Within these processes, debate is perceived as an unnecessary 
complication, and the hegemony is consequently legitimised through 
 ‘collaborative’ procedures (Wilson and Swyngedouw 2014). These critiques of 
 participatory procedures as being choreographed and tokenistic rhyme with 
analyses of emerging MSP practice. MSP initiatives have been described in 
evaluations of various initiatives as being a ‘top-down’ process (Jones et  al. 
2016), or characterised by centralised decision-making (Scarff et al. 2015), or 
the repackaging of historic power dynamics (Flannery et al. 2018).
Managerial-technological apparatuses are positioned within post-political 
planning as being capable of negotiating complex socio-environmental con-
flicts (Oosterlynck and Swyngedouw 2010). With the purpose of legitimising 
dominant agendas, social problems within post-political processes are reduced 
to technical issues to be overcome by experts (Wilson and Swyngedouw 
2014). For example, the complexity of social-ecological relations in the marine 
environment are increasingly simplified through the use of mapping tech-
nologies (Smith and Brennan 2012) and captured in geospatial databases 
(Boucquey et al. 2016), creating problematic conceptualisations of relation-
ships as being fixed and two-dimensional (Steinberg and Peters 2015). These 
Geographic Information System (GIS) databases are analysed by technical 
experts to make ‘rational’ decisions about marine issues that have been disem-
bodied from their social contexts (Vonk et al. 2005). In this manner, MSP has 
been reduced to a mere technocratic exercise of allocating space in an efficient 
manner, dulling its potential for envisaging alternative marine futures.
Decisions made within post-political planning are often path dependent. 
Path dependency is the process of making decisions so that they fit with past 
decisions (Haughton et al. 2013). The capacity for planning afflicted by the 
post-political condition to provide a shift from the shortcomings of historic 
practices is limited, as it too often reapplies previous management paradigms 
that suit powerful stakeholders. Such restrictive decision-making is apparent 
within MSP implementation. For example, the fragmented licensing and 
management regimes, which gave rise to MSP, will remain in place even as EU 
member states begin to implement MSP.
Post-political planning provides an illusion of progressive change while 
maintaining the status quo (Allmendinger and Haughton 2011). While nar-
ratives of participatory and egalitarian practices stimulate visions of a new era 
of sustainable and radical planning, the reality of post-political planning is less 
remarkable (Swyngedouw 2009). Under decisions restricted by neoliberal 
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logic, post-political planning fails to provide regime shifts towards sustainable 
development. By entrenching historic practices, post-political planning sim-
ply hides existing power dynamics and their affects behind the rhetoric of 
progressive change. MSP demonstrates this illusion of progressive change as 
some nations have merely propagated existing asymmetrical social structures 
under the pretence of participatory governance and do little more than imple-
ment the status quo (Flannery et al. 2016).
Emerging MSP practice contains many of the post-political symptoms out-
lined earlier. If we are to recover the radical potentials of MSP, research needs 
to explore the processes used to depoliticise MSP.  To achieve this, MSP 
research needs to examine how and why a wide range of stakeholders’ support 
processes which, according to evaluations, contain very little for them. To do 
so, researchers must explore how ‘rationality’ and power have been mobilised 
to shape particular forms of MSP.
3  Rationality, Power and MSP
Rationality and power are central forces within planning practice. These forces 
are intertwined and, ultimately, shape planning practice in favour of powerful 
actors. Rationality is offered as an appeal to reason (Flyvbjerg 1998), to accept 
some form of neutral logic within planning processes. Rationality, however, is 
context dependent and the context of rationality is power (Flyvbjerg 1998). 
As such, rationality, in and of itself, can never be viewed as a neutral or unbi-
ased determination, as it will fundamentally be tied to some form of power 
(Flyvbjerg 1998). The rationalities constructed within planning processes are 
never impartial, they are “framed on specific, and often unarticulated assump-
tions and values” that reflect the hegemony or the interests of powerful actors 
(Flannery et al. 2016, p. 123). Rationality should, therefore, be read as “the 
legitimizing of power, rather than as a challenge to it” (Jones and Porter 1994, 
p. 2). As opposed to being a logic that can be deduced from reason alone, 
rationality is socially constructed within particular contexts which reflect pre-
vailing power relations.
MSP has been presented as a logical idea whose time has come (Ehler 2018) 
and has been advanced on the basis of at least two main rationalities: (1) the 
adoption of space as a core component of governance will address issues aris-
ing from historic marine management practices; and (2) the adoption of par-
ticipatory planning will address the democratic deficit in marine governance. 
However, as outlined earlier, MSP has been bent to suit particular agendas. 
The logic of these rationalities has been appropriated by powerful actors to 
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shape MSP to their needs. To exemplify the interrelationship between ratio-
nality and power, we focus on the connection between MSP (as the embodi-
ment of these two rationalities) and Blue Growth (as the embodiment of 
power).
The adoption of space as a core component of marine governance is viewed 
as a mechanism that can ensure the sustainability of marine environments by 
reducing user conflict and cumulative impacts on ecosystems through the 
“rational organization of the use of marine space” (Douvere 2008, p. 766). 
The phrase ‘rational organisation’ advances the idea that there is an unprob-
lematic spatial logic that can be deployed to organise the many actors who 
compete for locations. This asocial and apolitical conceptualisation of MSP 
views it as a logical process, sitting above power, which will produce a rational 
use of marine areas. This logic is based on an uncritical understanding of the 
complex social processes that produce space, particularly how space is pro-
duced by power.
Power, conceptualised here as Blue Growth, deploys this rationality to fur-
ther its agenda. Blue Growth is “a complex governmental project that opens 
up new governable spaces and rationalizes particular ways of governing” 
(Choi 2017, p. 37). Despite claims that it is a sustainable development para-
digm, Blue Growth is increasingly grounded in the logics of capitalist growth 
with little or no attention being given to issues related to social inequalities 
(Silver et al. 2015). Blue growth problematises marine governance in terms of 
its capacity to create ocean and marine areas for accumulation (Silver et al. 
2015) and structures marine governance around issues related to utility, effi-
ciency and prosperity (Choi 2017). Responding to the Blue Growth agenda, 
MSP has become a technical issue, focused on the allocation of spaces for 
accumulation rather than on good governance. Due to the dominance of the 
Blue Growth discourse within the EU, the problems to be addressed by MSP 
no longer relate to good environmental governance, but, rather, are con-
cerned with creating the appropriate conditions for the rapid expansion of 
particular industries. Specifically, these include ocean energy, seabed mining, 
blue biotechnology, coastal tourism and aquaculture (EC 2014). The marine 
problem is reduced to ensuring that there is no spatial conflict amongst 
marine sectors and that the most valuable sectors have access to the spaces 
they desire. Therefore, rather than being inherently logical, MSP champions 
a particularly narrow, neoliberal rationality that views space as merely a site of 
production.
MSP is rationalised as a mechanism for democratising marine governance, 
which can incorporate the values of all those with a stake in marine ecosys-
tems and, simultaneously, produce consensus and win-win outcomes for 
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 conflicting stakeholders (Pomeroy and Douvere 2008; Carneiro 2012; White 
et al. 2012). This is an oversimplified conceptualisation of participatory plan-
ning, one that is removed from the realpolitik and exertion of power and influ-
ence that permeate natural resource management. The adoption of the logic 
of participatory planning ignores the way in which powerful actors can use 
the ‘illusion of inclusion’ to secure legitimacy for fundamentally undemo-
cratic processes (Purcell 2009). Rather than being a device to overcome demo-
cratic deficits, critics of participatory processes argue that “the true purpose of 
public participation has again become legitimisation rather than involvement 
in decision-making” (Blowers et al. 2009, p. 312). For critics, these ‘legitima-
tisation’ processes are not concerned with strengthening the democratic nature 
of decision-making, but, rather, are used to co-opt the public into advancing 
the agendas of elite actors (Flyvbjerg 1998; McGuirk 2001).
Broad-scale participatory processes within MSP processes, wherein stake-
holders have little influence, are used to gain legitimacy for Blue Growth 
objectives. Recent academic evaluations of participation in MSP portray the 
process as being implemented in a top-down, tokenistic manner, wherein 
local actors struggle to be valued within decision-making processes (Flannery 
and Ó Cinnéide 2012; Jones et  al. 2016; Jentoft 2017; Smith and Jentoft 
2017). These negative evaluations are leading to a growing academic concern 
“that MSP is not facilitating a paradigm shift towards publicly engaged marine 
management, and that it may simply repackage power dynamics in the rheto-
ric of participation to legitimise the agendas of dominant actors” (Flannery 
et al. 2018, p. 32). Within MSP, relations of power purposefully marginalise 
particular groups of marine actors and “herd their participation and ways of 
knowing toward achieving limited policy outcomes” (Tafon 2017, p. 1). Thus, 
MSP may turn into a ‘zero-sum game’ (Jones et al. 2016), failing to accom-
plish some of the democratic goals of ‘good governance’ which it reportedly 
aspires to (Jentoft 2017). Therefore, despite all the positivity associated with a 
shift to a new form of governance, there are growing doubts about MSP’s 
capacity to progress truly democratic processes, particularly as it bends towards 
serving a narrow Blue Growth agenda.
As Smith and Jentoft (2017, p. 34) assert, “as the theoretical foundation of 
Marine Spatial Planning was being laid, the issue of power was arguably not 
sufficiently problematized”. MSP, as it is currently operationalised, is neither 
a neutral nor an objective instrument to decide about conflicting claims. In 
reality, MSP, like many other systems that measure and organise sociopolitical 
spaces, may facilitate a model of governance that benefits some to the detri-
ment of others (Jentoft 2017). It would, therefore, be more appropriate to 
discuss MSP as sites of politics and power (Tafon 2017) that focuses on the 
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production of space. Accordingly, MSP scholarship and practice need to 
develop a relational understanding of marine space (Jay et al. 2012) and must 
understand how it is socially produced and how this is related to power.
4  Recentring Politics and Power in MSP 
Research
MSP offers the potential to reformulate marine governance regimes. There is 
a fundamental need, therefore, for MSP research to employ theoretical lens 
which can expose the post-political nature of these planning processes. MSP 
research needs to explore the processes used to frame MSP so that it favours 
elite stakeholders. Research must explore why a wide range of stakeholders 
support MSP processes which, according to evaluations, contain very little for 
them. To achieve this, issues of politics and power must be brought to the fore 
in MSP research. Here, we offer two approaches that may help recentre poli-
tics and power in MSP research and practice: (1) the adoption of a boundary 
object lens and (2) citizen science.
4.1  MSP as a Boundary Object
A more power conscious assessment of MSP would take account of how issues 
are framed within MSP processes, asking how do stakeholders and decision- 
makers arrive at particular framings, if these are widely accepted and who, if 
anyone, dominates this process? We suggest that framing MSP negotiations as 
a boundary object may offer valuable insights into these questions. Star and 
Griesemer (1989, p. 393) conceptualised ‘boundary objects’ as objects/things/
concepts “which are both plastic enough to adapt to local needs and the con-
straints of the several parties employing them, yet robust enough to maintain 
a common identity”. Their state of being does not derive from their material-
ity or tangibility but, instead, derives from the action that they afford (Star 
2010). This facilitative character is exemplified by the role a map of California 
played within the process to establish the Berkley Museum of Vertebrate 
Zoology in 1907 (Star and Griesemer 1989). The map, as a boundary object, 
facilitated collaboration between professional biologists and amateur conser-
vationists. While the map maintained its geo-political boundaries between 
uses, actors interpreted the internal meaning of the map differently; where 
professional biologists saw ‘life zones’, amateur conservationists emphasised 
trails, campsites and places to collect samples (Star and Griesemer 1989). The 
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map’s internal ambiguity, but common boundaries, enabled different types of 
knowledge from distinct actors to be brought together to provide a more 
complete understanding of the California area. The literature has broadly 
viewed boundary objects as exclusively facilitating collaboration. Yet by recen-
tralising the role of power, a boundary object must also be understood as 
providing an illusion of collaboration (Carlile 2002; Oswick and Robertson 
2006; Thomas et al. 2007). Such a deceptive role is apparent in Oswick and 
Robertson’s (2006) re-examination of the analysis of public enquiry into the 
Piper Alpha disaster.1 The resulting report acted as a boundary object utilising 
sense-making narratives similar to other reports to gain legitimacy, whilst 
reinforcing and legitimising structures of historic governance. Boundary 
objects must therefore be conceptualised as having the capacity to both enable 
and inhibit interactions (Hawkins et al. 2017).
We argue that MSP must be viewed as a boundary-spanning object that 
crosses multiple communities and disciplines and provides a platform through 
which marine problems are framed. By spanning multiple boundaries, MSP 
enables a ‘common’ understanding of these framings to be produced and, 
ultimately, accepted by a diverse range of communities. However, MSP will 
not span these communities in a neutral manner, and powerful actors can 
bend it to suit their needs. Adopting a boundary object lens will provide 
insights into processes that seek to define MSP so that it both achieves the 
goals of powerful actors yet remains sufficiently elastic so as to prevent debate 
and dissensus. Conceptualising MSP as a boundary object—something which 
brings diverse stakeholders together, which each view from their own perspec-
tive, yet negotiate a common understanding of—provides a theoretically 
driven analysis of the processes through which actors collaborate or act so as 
to deny the actions of others. Examining MSP in this way will facilitate a 
greater understanding and explanation of the processes of negotiating, co- 
option and domination that occur within MSP initiatives.
4.2  Citizen Science and MSP
The production and use of knowledge and rationalities within MSP initiatives 
also need to be examined. This must go beyond identifying power and should 
explore alternative approaches to knowledge production that could enhance 
MSP.  While knowledge is only one of many resources in the power field, 
Gaventa and Cornwall (2001) highlight how it, more than any other, determines 
1 Piper Alpha disaster is the world’s deadliest oil platform disaster, which resulted in the loss of 167 lives 
in 1988.
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what is conceived as important. In the simplest of terms, it is knowledge which 
gives weight and legitimacy to particular rationalities. For instance, discourses of 
‘technical’ or ‘expert’ knowledge are often utilised as a means of legitimising 
planning decisions. It is within these discourses that the exercise of power oper-
ates (Rose and Miller 1992). What is of most importance here is the manner in 
which knowledge is used by power. The power-knowledge nexus highlights how 
we come to understand things as being rational. “Power, quite simply, produces 
that knowledge and that rationality which is conducive to the reality it wants. 
Conversely, power suppresses that knowledge and rationality for which it has no 
use” (Flyvbjerg 1998, p. 36). Effectively, then, power has the ability to pick and 
choose which knowledge is needed for the particular context in question and, 
subsequently, produces the necessary rationality to create the desired ‘reality’. 
“In modern societies the ability to facilitate or suppress knowledge is in large 
part what makes one party more powerful than another” (Flyvbjerg 1998, 
p. 36). MSP research must analyse how certain knowledges are produced and 
rationalised by powerful actors in MSP processes. Conversely, it should also 
explore avenues for the production of alternative knowledge and how it may be 
used to counter hegemonic thinking.
There appears, therefore, to be scope to examine the potential for an 
increased focus on stakeholder-driven knowledge production. One such 
example of this is citizen science. Generally, citizen science is seen as a means 
of opening up knowledge production. Citizen science in a marine context is 
not a new means of producing knowledge, yet key social aspects of the 
approach remain relatively under-examined and may provide avenues for 
instigating a more radical implementation of MSP. While it is important to 
examine how citizen science projects function, the types of knowledge they 
produce and where this knowledge goes, emphasis should also be placed on 
exploring the potential to view citizen science as a means of changing power 
balances within structures of marine governance. Changing power relations 
are exemplified when the knowledge produced by a citizen science project 
leads to a paradigm shift in marine governance. This may be most evident in 
a project that leads to an alteration of legislation or policy, but can also be 
achieved by challenging rationales and dominant discourse.
5  Conclusions
The potential of MSP has been lost due to the manner in which it has been 
translated into practice. MSP is increasingly implemented through post- 
political processes or used by powerful actors to further the Blue Growth 
agenda. There is a fundamental need to understand how MSP has been 
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depoliticised and how power shapes MSP practice. We argue that research 
needs to go beyond describing MSP as a post-political process or as a site 
of politics and power, and that there is a need to develop critical MSP social 
science research that can offer avenues to recapture MSP radical potential. 
We believe this can be achieved by in-depth research into how objectives 
for MSP initiatives are negotiated in a seemingly non-political manner. 
Framing MSP as a boundary object around and through which stakehold-
ers negotiate may offer some insight into this process. We also argue that 
there needs to be a greater understanding about the use of power and 
knowledge within MSP processes. Here we argue that there is a need to go 
beyond identifying how power operates and that there needs to be an 
exploration of more democratic forms of knowledge production within 
MSP processes.
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